
The Act Concerning Support for Reconstructing 
Livelihoods of Disaster Victims (Abstract) 

Masayuki Kawasaki 

Deputy Director, General Management Division, Disaster Prevention 
Bureau, National Land Agency 

I. 	 Japan’s climate and topography make it vulnerable to natural disaster. Storm damage and 
earthquakes are perennial and often causemassive human and physical damage. 
Reconstructing livelihoods of disaster victims hasbeen basically up to the self-help efforts 
of the victims themselves, with support from the central government in the form of loans 
of low-interest and tax reductions. However, in the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of 
January 1995 many of those whose livelihoods were most severely damaged by the 
disaster, whether through loss of homes or otherwise, were among the economically weak 
with insufftcient capacity to bear even low-interest debt, or were elderly and therefore less 
able to live independently. In light of the lessonsfrom this experience, the “Act 
Concerning Support for Reconstructing Livelihoods of Disaster Victims” was passedin 
May 1998 to assistthose whose bases.ofliving have been~severelydamaged by natural 
disaster in rebuilding independent lives. 

2. Below is an outline of the main features of the Act. 

1) 	 First permanent life rebuilding aid systemto disburse cashto disaster victims, 
providing aid of up to Yl million for households whose homes have been fully 
destroyed etc. depending on the household income and the age of the head of 
the household. 

2) 	 Initial endowment of%30 billion contributed by prefectural governments for 
the purpose of mutual aid (to be increased by an additional 930 billion in five 
years). Fund disburses“Disaster Victim Life Rebuilding Aid” from investment 
profits, and is the first mechanismfor mutual aid among prefectures in the 
‘relief of disaster victims. The central government subsidizeshalf of the 
Disaster Victim Life Rebuilding Aid disbursed to victims. 

3) 	 Aid can be used to purchase durable consumer goods ordinarily required to 
rebuild lives and to pay for moving expenses. 

4) 	 Act officially covered only natural disasters occurring after April 1999, but 
equivalent measureswere provided on an accelerated basis for the damage 
from storms and typhoons in the summer of 1998. 

3. 	 The,act provides for a general review of administration and mandates tinther study of 
programs to assistin the rebuilding of housing. 
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I. Events leading to passage of,the Law 

Japan’s climate and topography make it w&fable to natural disaster. Storm damage 
and earthquakes are perennial and often causemassive human and physical damage. 

Aver disaster strikes, the Disaster Relief Law is triggered to make available temporary, 
emergency relief measuresthat provide needed supplies, emergency temporary housing, and 
medical care directly to victims who have difficulty securing their bwn food, housing, and 
medicine. However, Tebuilding livelihoods of disaster,victims after emergency relief measures 
are over has been basically up to the self-help efforts of the victims themselves, with support 
from the central government in the form of loans of low-interest and tax reducdons. 

The Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of January 1995 left approximately 6,000 dead 
or missing, 40,000 injured, I 10,000 fidly collapsed homes, and 140,000 partially collapsed. 
Many,of those whose livelihbods were most severely damaged by the disaster, whether 
through loss of homes or otherwise, were among the economically weak with insufficient 
capacity to bear eien low-interest debt, or were elderly and therefore lessable to live 
independently. It was difficult if not impossible for these groups to rebuild their lives on their 
own. 

In light of the less.onsfrom the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake, the Council dn 
Disaster Prevention Issues; an advisory organ to the prime minister, recommended in 
September 1995 Yconslderation of the establishment of a fund to which all local governments 
would.co&bute a fixed amount eachyear for use in assistanceto disaster Teas at the time of 
disaster, thereby providing speedy and flexible support for reconstructing livelihoods of the 
victims of large-scale disasters.” 

The National Assqciation of Governors also studied the establishment of wide-area 
disastei assistanceprograms which Would include 6.mdssimilar to that recommended, and in 
July 1997 issued a “Resolution on the Establishment of a Disaster Mutual Aid Fund to &sist 
the Independent Reconstructing of Livelihoods of the Victims of Earthquakes and Other 
Natural Disasters.” 

Relevant agencies continued to study the issues,and these studies ultimately led to the 
submission of a “Bill Concerning Support for Reconstructing Livelihoods of Disaster Victims” 
as a multi-party initiative. The bill passedin May 1998 and was enacted that November. 
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2.0utline of the Act 

The act provides for speedy and certain assistancefor the rebuilding of the lives of 
victims whose basesof living have been severely damaged by natural disaster and for whom it 
would be difficult to rebuild independently becauseof economic or other reasons. It does so 
by utilizing a fund, contributed to by prefectural governmentj for the purpose of mutual aid, to 
disburse “Disaster Victim Life Rebuilding Aid” (“aid” hereinafier). 

(2)Natural disasters covered 

The natural disasterscovered by the act include heavy winds, heavy rains, blizzard, 
flood, flood tide, earthquake, tsunami; volcanic eruption, and other abnormal natural 
phenomena. Prefectures will announce the natural disasters covered according to the following 
criteria: 

1) 	 Natural disastersin municipalities causing damage sufficient to trigger the 
Disaster Relief Law, 

2) 	 Natural disastersin muni$palities in which the homes of 10 or more 
households were completely destroyed. 

3) 	 Natural disastersin prefectures in which the homes of 100 or more 
households were completely destroyed. 

(3)EligibiQfor aid 

Aid is disbursed to households whose homes were completely destroyed by natural 
disasters of a certain scale or greater, or to households deemed to have incurred equivalent 
damage (for example, because their home was partially destroyed and had to be razed), when 
such households meet household income, head of household age, and other requirements. 

The amount of aid disbursed is between g375,OOOand Ul~,OOO,OOOdepending on the 
household income and the age of the head of the household. 

(4) Use of aid 

Aid is to be used to cover necessarycosts incurred as victims begin to lead 
independent lives. The use of the funds ISdivided id0,“ordinar-y expenses” and “special 
expenses” as described below. 

Ordinatv Exoenses 

* 	 Cost of purchasing or repairing the following items ordinarily required for the 
life of the damaged household: microwave ovens, electric refrigerators, electric 
vacuum cleaners, electric washing machines,telephones, televisions etc. (20 
items). 

- Moving expenses 

Soecial Exoenses 

. 	 Cost of purchasing or repairing the following items required for the life of the 
damaged household becauseof Specialconditions in the location in which it 
lives or in the household itself room air-conditioners, stoves (including 
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heaters), winter clothing, cribs, student uniforms, eye glasses,hearing aids etc. 
(13 items) 

* Transportation costs associatedwith moving 

- Key money when renting housing. 

-	 Patient contribution portion of medical expensesfor those injured or taking ill 
because of natural disaster. 

(3)Application period 

A long period of 13 months from the disaster was set for aid applications in view of the 
difficult circumstances that damaged households may find themselves in. It is also possible to 
extend this if there is a pressing need. Every attempt has been made to adapt the program to 
the wide range of needs that victims may have. 

In addition to the precise “final disbursement” made under applications from damaged 
households, it is also possible to disburse aid provisionally under certain conditions as a rough 
estimate before ordinary expensesor special expensesare actually incurred. 

(7)Non-mafion 

Aid is disbursed to assistdamaged households in beginning independent lives. It is 
therefore exempt from income tax, residential tax, and other taxes and public impositions. 

(8)Disaster Victim Life Rebuilding Aid Fund 

Prefectural governments have, for the purpose of mutual aid, contributed a total of%30 
billion (as at April 1999) to an extant Disaster Victim Life Rebuilding Aid Fund. The fund 
provides aid from profits earned on its investments. Prefectures, under resolutions of their 
respective legislatures, have commissioned the Fund to handle all clerical work associatedwith 
aid disbursements. 

(9)Central government subsidies 

The central government subsidizesone half of the aid disbursed by the Fund 

(IO)Start-up 

The Act took effect on November 6, 1998, but was only applicable after funding had 
been provided. It therefore officially covered natural disastersoccurring on or after the date on 
which prefectures contributed timding (April 5, 1999). However, measuresequivalent to those 
in the Act were provided for the storm and typhoon damage of the summer of 1998 because of 
the magnitude of the damage incurred. 

3. Future issues 

(1)Supportfor the rebuilding of homes 
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Article 2 pf the addenda to the Act states,“Studies shall be conducted from a general 
perspective for the support of the rebuilding of homes for households whose homes are fully 
or partially destroyed by natural disaster, and necessarymeasuresshall be enacted to this end.” 

The National Land Agency’therefore establisheda “Study Committee on Disaster 
Victim Home Rebuilding Assistance” in January 1999. The Committee is charged with 
assessingthe current statusof disaster victim home rebuilding and existing assistance 
programs, and studying future modalities for home rebuilding assistancefrom a general 
perspective 

(2)Reviews 

This systemis still in its infrincy. As more experience is gained, general reviews Will be 
made of the way in ivhich it is administered. 
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The Act Concerning Support for Reconstructing 
Livelihoods of Disaster Victims 

Purpose of system 

l 	 Assist the initial reconstructing livelihoods for households whose 
bases of living have been severely damaged by natural disaster. 

l 	 Apply the lessons of the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake to a bill 
proposed from the floor of the Diet (May 1998). 

Outline of system 

* 	 Aid of up to gl million for households whose homes have been fully 
destroyed, etc. 

l First permanent life rebuilding aid system to disburse cash. 

l First disaster relief mechanism to use mutual aid among prefectures. 
The Disaster Victim Life Rebuilding Aid Fund has an initial 

endowment of Y30 billion (with another Y30 billion to be added in 
five years time) and will disburse “Disaster Victim Life Rebuilding 
Aid” from investment profits. 

The central government provides subsidies of half the aid 
disbursed. 

l Aid can be used to purchase durable consumer goods ordinarily 
required to rebuild lives and to pay for moving expenses. 

Television sets, refrigerators, washing machines, moving 
expenses, air-conditioners, stoves, desks etc. 

l Applies to all natural disasters occurring after April 1999. 

Application to the disaster of last summer 

l 	 Accelerated application to the storm and typhoon damage of last 
summer. 

Study of home rebuilding assistance 

l General assessment and study of current programs. 
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Eligibility for Disaster Victim Life~Webuilding Aid 

Eligibility requirements 

a.Aid ceiling for households with annual income of %5million or less: 
‘$ 

Yl,OOO,OOO(multiple member household) 

Y750,OOO(single household) 

@Aid ceiling for households with annual income of Y5-7 milliolr 

with head of household age 45 or older or reouirinp living assistance: 

$500,000 (multiple member household) 

%375,000 (single household) 

@Aid ceiling for households with annual income of Y7-8 million 

with head of household aee 60 or older or reauiring living assistance: 

.%500,000 (multiple member household) 

Y375,OOO(single household) 

* 	 “Household requiring living assistance” refers to a household in which there is a person or 

persons with serious intellectual disabilities, niental illness, or physical disabilities. 

---. _-------

Z8 million 

w million 

x-5 million 

- -

years old years old 
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Mechanism for the Disaster Victim Life Rebuilding Aid 

Fund 

Disaster Victim Life 

Rebuilding Aid 


Fund 

Established with g30 billion endowmen 
kom prefectures (raised to SO billion ir 
future) 

(Via municipaVprefectural 

(Fund investment profit, national subsidies) 

Victim 
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Events leading up to the Act Concerning Support for 
Reconstructing Livelihoods of Disaster Victims 

September 11, 1995 Council on Disaster Prevention Issues 

“There needs to be consideration of the establishment of a fund to which 
all local governments would contribute a fixed amount each year for use in 
assistanceto disaster areas at the time of disaster, thereby providing speedy and 
flexible support for the lives of the victims of large-scale disasters.” 

July 17, 1997 National Association of Governors 

“Resolution on the Establishment of a Disaster Mutual Aid Fund to Assist 
the Independent Reconstructing of Livelihoods of the Victims of Earthquakes,and 
Other Natural Disasters.” 

May 22, 1998 

“Act Concerning Support for Reconstructing Livelihoods of Disaster 
Victims” passed by the Diet. 

September lo,1998 

Decision ,to provide measuresequivalent to those in the law for victims of 
storms occurring since the end of August (accelerated application)., 

November 6, 1998 

Act, conctimitant orders, and administrative rules take effect. 

February 8,1999 

An existing foundation designated as the location of the Disaster Victim 
Life Rebuilding Aid Fund. 

February - March 1999 

Prefectural legislatures provide budget for fimd contributions and pass 
resolutions consigning clerical operations to the Fund. 

April 	 5,1999 

Prefectures contribute %30billion as the fiscal 1999 portion of the Fund. 

June 29,1999 

Act applied to storms that began in late June. 
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